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Upstream Social Marketing Strategy 
Abstract 
In the case of complex social problems such as obesity and environmental degradation, 
structural change is needed to provide people with the ability to change (Andreasen, 2006). 
Strategic social marketing has identified upstream social marketing as a method to influence 
structural change through policy makers (French & Gordon, 2015), however literature in the 
area tends to be descriptive and there are no clear guidelines to its implementation (Dibb, 
2014). This article seeks to provide those guidelines. First it looks at the characteristics of 
policy makers targeted, then targeting methods, with a special focus on the use of media 
advocacy. Lastly a process of government decision making is presented to explain message 
timing and content. 
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Introduction 
Influencing decision makers ‘upstream’ from a wicked problem is one avenue to address 
these complex problems such as obesity, environmental degradation, fast fashion and drug 
use (Gortmaker et al., 2011; Rittel & Webber, 1973; Kennedy, 2016). Upstream social 
marketing may target individuals at the organisation, industry or government level. Those in 
key policy decision positions for mitigating wicked problems. Rittel and Webber (1973) 
surmised that wicked problems are messy and difficult to define, with multiple, interlinked, 
perpetuating factors (for further information see Commonwealth of Australia, 2012). There 
are no straightforward causes and solutions to wicked problems. This is due to their 
complexity, uncertainty, and divergence of interpretation, and often rely “on political 
judgments rather than scientific certitudes” (Head 2008, p. 102) which can amount in many 
ethical issues (Szablewska and Kubacki 2017). Upstream social marketing provides a method 
to influence the political judgements of upstream decision makers. 
A key criticism of social marketing is that it tends to focus on individual and 
community level change without addressing upstream contextual and environmental factors 
(Wallack, Dorfman, Jernigan & Themba, 1993). Not only is downstream social marketing in 
danger of becoming expert driven instead of citizen driven, but individual level interventions 
assume a personal responsibility and consumer sovereignty that may not exist for all 
problems (Cherrier & Gurrieri, 2014; French & Gordon, 2015). Consequently, structural 
change is aimed at policy makers and implementers but is often difficult to achieve 
(Andreasen, 2006) through strategic social marketing. Strategic social marketing can be 
defined as “The systematic, critical and reflexive application of social marketing principals 
to enhance social policy selection, objective setting, planning and operational delivery” 
(French & Gordon, 2015, p. 45). Strategic social marketing goes beyond the tactical level of 
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  Upstream social marketing is a method for social marketers to influence policy and 
solution adoption as it focuses on the macro/structural environment moving beyond the 
individual or community level of down- and mid-stream social marketing. It specifically tries 
to create behaviour and attitude change in “voting behaviours, activity in policy debates and 
cabinet and committee meetings, judgements, corporate policies, adjudications and 
applications of legal principles and precedents” (Gordon, 2013, p. 1530). The upstream 
social marketing metaphor comes from Wallack et al. (1993) which describes how 
individuals are swept down a stream with the social marketer needing to examine up the 
stream to see why. Upstream social marketing charges social marketers to look at what 
environmental conditions are problematic and how they can be changed to create a supportive 
environment for behaviour and attitude change (Cherrier & Gurrieri, 2014).  
Current research on upstream social marketing has looked at contexts including 
limiting alcohol and cigarette consumption (Hassan, Walsh, Shiu, Hastings & Harris 2007; 
Hastings, 2007; Cherrier & Gurrieri, 2014; Gordon, 2013), by limiting advertising (Hastings, 
Anderson, Cook & Gordon, 2005), limiting product use in public spaces (Moore, Perham & 
Shephard, 2006), and through licencing (MacNaughton & Gillan, 2011) and pricing (Meier, 
Purshouse & Brennan, 2010). Additionally, research has examined waste reduction, increases 
in recycling and healthy eating (Thomas & Sharp, 2013), water fluoridation, and policies on 
substance misuse in schools (Hastings, 2007; Stead et al., 2007). Furthermore, previous 
research has also examined the interaction between upstream, midstream and downstream 
intervention of more holistic programs (Cherrier & Gurrieri, 2014).  
 Unfortunately, while there are a lot of descriptions and analyses of upstream social 
marketing, often identifying causes of behaviour (Wallack et al., 1993), not much attention 
has been given to the operationalisation of upstream social marketing (Smith, 1998; Wymer, 
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framework to guide the upstream social marketing process. Specifically, it provides guidance 
to the implementer of upstream social marketing on 1) Choosing who to target upstream; 2) 
How to communicate with upstream actors; 3) Communications that are most useful to social 
marketers at the stage of upstream actors’ decision making; and 4) When to provide 
communications for maximum effectiveness. 
 
Upstream Social Marketing 
Governments are moving towards a more consultative, community generated process of 
problem solving, especially with wicked problems (Dibb, 2014). Indeed, wicked problems 
need debate and discussion, and active co-creation (Dibb & Carrigan, 2013). A more holistic 
approach to social marketing, where macro contexts of behaviours and attitudes are couched, 
is advocated (Collins, Tapp & Pressley, 2010). An holistic approach to social marketing, 
especially for wicked problems is needed as one clear individual level solution is impossible 
(Rittel & Webber, 1973). Consequently, both individual behaviours and structural and 
environmental factors contributing to these situations need be addressed (Cherrier & Gurrieri, 
2014; Demers et al., 2002). 
Upstream social marketing is suitable for problems that are a high cost to society and 
aims to “alter the institutions that form the social system within which the individual 
operates” (Goldberg, 1995, p. 365). This type of social marketing tries to shape the 
environmental context of behaviour through influencing policy and regulation. Targeting the 
upstream is important as it acknowledges and works toward changing structures, institutions, 
systems and other aspects of society and the community that collaborate to enforce or 
perpetuate harmful individual behaviours (Raphael, 2003). Upstream social marketing used in 
this way could be part of an overall macro-social marketing strategy. Specifically, macro-
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marketing is one of the many tools that can be used to influence that system. Policy plays a 
crucial role in reducing harmful behaviours such as smoking (Kennedy, 2017), especially so 
when considering the ‘myth’ of individual responsibility and consumer sovereignty for highly 
addictive behaviours (Hoek & Jones, 2011). Social marketing techniques can influence policy 
makers through “the adaptation and application of marketing and other approaches, to 
change the behaviour of decision makers and opinion formers which alters the structural 
environment and has a resultant positive influence on social issues” (Gordon, 2013, p. 1525).  
Altering the structural environment through upstream social marketing can be 
instigated by numerous types of individuals, groups and organisations, effect various 
upstream actors, and effect differing elements of the structural environment. Upstream social 
marketing can be undertaken by many groups or cluster of actors. Upstream social marketers 
could be, but are not limited to, community groups, non-government organisations (NGO), 
industry associations, and individual businesses. Those who aim to influence the structural 
environment can target their effects at individuals or groups involved in policy making (e.g. 
upstream actors/decision makers) at the macro (government, council) or meso (firm, school) 
level (Hastings et al., 2000). For example, this may include law makers, regulators, or policy 
makers (i.e. politicians, regulatory authority or body, or boards of directors), and may involve 
those with greater impact on policy making than those utilising upstream social marketing 
itself, such as trade groups, industry lobbyists and industry associations.  
The aim of contacting individuals or groups involved in policy making is to influence 
the structural environment by adjusting or creating new policies, such as laws, regulations or 
funding opportunities and includes lobbying. Utilising the work by Michie, van Stralen, and 
West (2011), Kemper and Ballantine (2017) suggest that macro-social marketers through 
upstream social marketing, can influence various policy or intervention tools. These are fiscal 
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workshops, helplines), legislation (e.g. import bans), regulation (e.g. advertising restrictions), 
guidelines, and environmental/social planning (e.g. zoning). While macro-social marketing is 
a macro-level approach and believes in structural change through combined efforts at the 
micro, meso and macro level (Kennedy, 2016), upstream social marketing is but one tool for 
systemic change to occur. As such, while upstream social marketing is part of a macro-social 
marketing strategy, what is presented here focuses more in depth on upstream social 
marketing rather than at all three macro, meso and micro levels at once. The focus of this 
paper is on the tools to influence policy makers (eg upstream social marketing).  
Background research is needed to understand the best policy tool(s) relevant to each 
social problem. To influence the change or adoption of new interventions and tools, groups 
aiming to utilise upstream social marketing have several strategies they can adopt. 
Unfortunately, there are no clear guidelines for upstream social marketers to use to 
effectively target decision makers. As such, the purpose of this article is to expand on how 
upstream social marketing is best implemented, discussing how and when communication 
with upstream actors is most appropriate. 
 While upstream social marketing can take on lobbyist’s strategies to influence policy, 
it also includes promotion, advocacy, framing, PR and media relations, (market) research and 
information (Gordon, 2012; Wymer, 2011). Specifically, upstream social marketing 
interventions need to be based on consumer research and methods such as promotion, 
education and advocacy are used to disseminate that information. In addition, stakeholder 
engagement and mobilisation are important, and PR and media advocacy can be used to gain 
support for, and awareness of social issues, related research, and issue causes and solutions 
(Hastings, 2007; Gordon, 2013). 
 A lack of development in the field of upstream social marketing is due to a cautious 
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focused on individual level behaviour change (Gordon, 2013). Tapp and Spotswood (2013) 
also credit this stagnation of the field to a lack of recognition of the strategic potential for 
social marketing. However, this is shifting with the publication of strategic social marketing 
books (French & Gordon, 2015) and a recognition that a combination of up-, mid- and down-
stream social marketing is needed for effective social change (Andreasen, 2002; Dibb & 
Carrigan, 2013; French & Blair-Stevens, 2010; French & Gordon, 2015; Tapp & Spotswood, 
2013).  
Policy makers’ decisions are most typically made from a range of options presented to 
them instead of a complex and holistic evaluation of the environment (Goldberg, 1995). 
Policy can be influenced by knowledgeable and invested actors, whether they be academic 
researchers, non-government organisations (NGOs), community groups, organisations, or 
charities. Such actors hoping to influence the structural environment and thus upstream actors 
need to be knowledgeable about specific target audiences, their needs, value sought, beliefs 
and level of knowledge, and be able to provide evidence of intervention success (French & 
Gordon, 2015).  
 
Guidelines for Upstream Social Marketing Strategy 
Following is a set of guidelines, based on the literature, for actors wishing to influence 
upstream decision makers. As such, those actors will now be referred to as upstream social 
marketers. This does not mean that these actors have the job title “upstream social marketer” 
but could be members of community groups, organisations, lobby groups, businesses or 
individuals. Specifically, for these actors to be considered upstream social marketers, they 
would target those in decision making positions upstream from them. This could include 
decision makers at the organisation, industry, regulatory or political level of a country. The 
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upstream social marketing strategy to influence the decisions of their identified targets. To 
aid the reader, the complete set of guidelines is presented here in Table 1, before being 
discussed in detail in the following sections. First the key areas to assess when conducting 
background research is explained before segmenting and targeting of decision makers. Then a 
detailed model of decision making is presented, allowing for insight regarding social 
marketer message communication content and timing. Consequently, this article seeks to 
cover guidelines on whom, how and when social marketers can undertake upstream social 
marketing. Throughout the discussion, examples are provided to clarify concepts for the 
reader. Often the context of the fashion industry is used, however this article is not meant as a 
case study or remedy for that context. It is purely meant as illustrative (for full case studies of 
fast fashion please see Kennedy et al, 2017; Kennedy, 2016; Ertekin and Atick, 2015). 
Guidelines for Upstream Social Marketing Strategy 
 
1. Conduct Background Research 
a. Assess prior conditions affecting the adoption of a sought social 
change, such as: 
i. Previous societal practices regarding social change. 
ii. Their response to social change in general. 
iii. The needs and problems of the society. 
iv. The level of innovation within the society. 




2. Segmenting and Targeting Decision Makers 
a. Assess their view on social marketing in general (if you are advocating 
a social marketing intervention). 
b. Assess if they are in pre-contemplation or contemplation stage on 
issue. 
c. Assess decision makers’ rationale, ideology, emotional and moral 
reactions to social threats and change, public and political motivations 
and institutional restrictions. 
d. Decide who to target based on above assessment.  
 
 
3. Assess Stage of Decision Process 
a. Using parliamentary debates, policy proposals, political speeches and 
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issue is in for example discussions may be based around: 
i. Recognition Stage – Triggers and turbulence identifying 
issues. 
ii. Identification and Assessment Stage – Descriptions of the 
problem and its causes; Discussions of whether this is a 
problem; Calls for a solution to the problem. 
iii. Solution Stage – Solution suggestions being made; Outcomes 
of the solutions suggestions discussed. 
iv. Solution Evaluation Stage – Evaluative information regarding 
one particular solution is being discussed. 
v. Decision Stage – Information about solution implementation 
and consequences; implementation testing and re-construction 
of implementation plan after testing findings; adoption or 
rejection of the solution. 
vi. Post Evaluation Stage – Post implementation assessment and 
evaluative information of solution; call for continuance of 
solution; call for discontinuance of current solution. 
 
 
4. Develop Tools and Resources for Upstream Social Marketing 
a. Gather evidence of social marketing effectiveness and ethicality. 
b. Research solutions and collect evidence. 
c. Research people affected by target issue. 
d. Produce reports, briefing packs, training programs, workshops etc. 
based on collected evidence. 
e. Plan conferences, debates, meetings, forums, workshops, promotions 
etc. to disseminate information. 
f. Develop media advocacy strategy and relationships to allow for 
dissemination of information. 
i. Create episodic and thematic news stories. 
ii. Create dramatic and action inducing community mobilisation 
events. 
iii. Encourage editorials, polls, news articles, success stories, 
broadcasting of government debate, provision of public forums, 




5. Create Upstream Social Marketing Plan 
a. Link tools developed with stages of decision process so that 
communications, reports and information provided support acceptance 
of targeted solution. Examples for each stage may include: 
i. Recognition Stage – Create episodic and thematic news 
stories, dramatic and action inducing community mobilisation 
events to trigger discussion of an issue or turbulence around it. 
ii. Identification and Assessment Stage –  
1. Descriptions of the problem and its causes – convincing 
the government that the issue is worth solving.  
2. Build compelling stories for both media and policy 
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3. Call for a solution to the problem using public forums 
and community mobilisation events. 
4. Assess whether the decision will become an optional, 
collective, authority or contingent decision for the 
decision-making unit.  
iii. Solution Stage –  
1. Assess the characteristics of the key decision-making 
unit with regards the solution: socio-economic channels, 
communication behaviours and personality variables. 
2. Suggest solutions via promotion, media advocacy and 
research reports. Make sure solutions are assessed for 
whether they are continuous, dynamically continuous or 
discontinuous innovations. 
3. Provide evidence of measures of performance and 
outcomes sought from suggested solutions in public 
forums, reports, white papers, promotion and media 
advocacy. 
4. Seek one-on-one communication of the above with 
targeted politicians, opinion leaders and solution 
champions. 
iv. Solution Evaluation Stage –  
1. Provide evaluative information to help policy makers 
defend the solution through marketing communications, 
media advocacy, policy development forums, white 
papers, debates, interpersonal communications and 
reports etc. 
2. Evaluative information needs to address: 
a. The relative advantages over other solutions, 
b. Compatibility with the needs and values of the 
society,  
c. Trialability and outcome of trials,  
d. Complexity decreased and,  
e. Observability of trials or observed outcomes 
from other places. 
3. If the solution is a continuous innovation, this will 
decrease the need for trial of the solution. However, the 
relative advantage and observability of it will be 
important to emphasise. 
4. A dynamically continuous solution will require more 
emphasis on the relative advantages, trialability and 
observability aspects of the solution. 
5. A discontinuous solution will require heavy emphasis 
on all aspects of the solution. 
v. Decision Stage – Provide information and research on solution 
testing, implementation and consequences through reports, 
polls, interviews, statistics, success stories etc. 
vi. Post Evaluation Stage – Provide post implementation 
assessment and evaluative information of solution via reports, 
polls, trends, interviews, statistics etc. 
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in stages and loop backs as well as appropriate resources, activities, 
stories etc. to roll out at the appropriate time. 
 
 
Table 1: Guidelines for Upstream Social Marketing Strategy 
 
1. Conduct Background Research 
In considering social change, firstly society’s background must be understood. Such 
understanding comes from reviewing the social institutions, both formal (laws) and informal 
(culture, social norms), which effect the current status of wicked problems as well as the 
adoption and preference for solutions and initiatives. All prior conditions affecting the 
adoption of a sought social change should be considered, including previous societal 
practices regarding social change, and their response to social change in general. The more 
innovative a society or social system considers themselves, the more open they will be to 
social changes (Rogers, 2003).   
As such, social systems consist of norms and values supported by societal consensus. 
Norms and values provide frameworks for appropriate or acceptable behaviour (Dixon 1984). 
Specifically, communication norms may dictate the speed and efficiency of innovation 
information (i.e. how fast new information is distributed), and social norms and values may 
dictate which social changes are acceptable (i.e. policy interventions). Further, if there are 
norms and taboos surrounding social issues and changes, the change may be blocked as 
people refuse to talk about them (Alexander & Schmidt, 1996; Cherns, 1976; Kocowski, 
1976; Mannheim, 1940). Marketing influences, perpetuates and communicates these social 
norms, values and beliefs (Dixon 1984). Consequently, social norms and values must be 
considered when researching and investigating appropriate interventions. Specifically, norms 
and values will influence how solutions should be framed. Additionally, the needs and 
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For example, in fast fashion, consumers have become used to and now often demand 
cheap and fashionable clothes. Retailers respond to consumer demands for low cost 
fashionable clothing. As a result, this feeds the fast fashion industry with constant additions 
to product lines, resulting in cheap and poor quality products, due to cost and time restraints 
on suppliers (Ertekin & Atik, 2015). In turn, this produces a disposable lifestyle for 
consumers, resulting in obsolescence and excessive waste (Ertekin & Atik, 2015). However, 
these externalities are often not realised by the consumer (Bruce & Daly, 2006). Such norms 
and perpetuating factors make changes to the fast fashion industry difficult and rallied against 
(Kennedy, et al, 2017). 
 
2. Segmenting and Targeting Decision Makers 
 
Once the state of play has been assessed, decision makers need to be considered, segmented 
and those most appropriate targeted. Decision makers may present one of four types of views 
on social issues (French, 2013). Consequently, each view has different opinions on the need 
for and/or affinity for specific interventions. Views include those who are opposed to or 
sceptical of social issues and/or intervention(s) versus those who are worried about, or 
support social issues and/or intervention(s). The common thread between these views is that 
the use of evidence of the chosen intervention(s) and its impact and effectiveness can be used 
to prove or nurture support of a given solution.  
According to Andreasen (2006), decision makers need to be further broken up into pre 
contemplators and contemplators. Pre contemplators don’t see the target behaviour (social 
issue) as a problem or are unaware that it exists; media can be used to bring the social issue to 
the fore. Contemplators are aware of the social issue but need to be prompted to move from 
contemplation to preparation and action stages. There are many different approaches for this 
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emotional and moral reactions to social threats and change, and motivations, as well as the 
institutional structures that restrict them, are needed to bolster the effectiveness of upstream 
social marketing tactics (French & Gordon, 2015; Lindblom & Woodhouse, 1993; Gordon, 
2013).  
Beyond decision makers’ views of social issues and interventions, their general 
characteristics also need to be assessed. Characteristics of the decision-making unit include 
their socio-economic channels, communication behaviours and personality variables which 
all may affect the speed and efficiency of information flow as well as other aspects of 
decision making (Alexander & Schmidt, 1996; Kojder, 1996; Rogers, 2003; French, 2013). 
Such characteristics may not be variables that can be changed by the upstream social 
marketer; however, awareness of them may give more viability to planning processes and 
measurement (Goldberg, 1995  
Understanding what matters to the decision maker such as getting re-elected or 
meeting efficacy and effectiveness outcomes/measures and public’s perception is key 
(Gordon, 2013; French, 2014). Creating a narrative for actors about the value of certain new 
or adjusted policies for themselves (i.e. getting re-elected, popularity) and for society is 
equally important (i.e. decreased health costs). Information provided by upstream social 
marketers help policy makers to better represent their citizens, have clear objectives and 
outcomes of interventions, identify poorly performing interventions and guide investment in 
future interventions (French & Gordon, 2015). Media is a very important vehicle for bringing 
such information into the public sphere, as well as social mobilisation (Boorstin, 1992). 
 
3. Assess Stage of Decision Process 
 
Lastly, once the target decision maker has been identified, their position or stage in the 
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Making Process (UDMP – Figure 1) shows the progression of an upstream actor’s decisions. 
Certain techniques can be used at different stages and with varying emphasis in the decision-
making process. Upstream social marketing techniques use during the process serves to 
influence decision maker’s views of the problem and solutions, and thus is a means to 
influence the adoption of a solution (Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Lazarsfeld, Berelson & 
Gaudet, 1948; Lin & Burt, 1975; Mannheim, 1940; Rogers, 2003; Andreasen, 2006; French 
& Gordon, 2015; Lindblom, 1980). Certain techniques also help with spreading awareness 
and general information about the social issue and solutions, and can represent evaluative 
information (Yankelovich, 1991; Andreasen, 2006, French & Gordon, 2015).  
[Insert Figure 1 Here] 
Conceptually, the UDMP assumes that upstream social marketers aim to have their 
intervention/solution diffuse through the decision-making unit to provide a higher chance of 
adoption and retention of their solution in the long run. The diffusion process considers a 
solution’s communication through a social system (Rogers, 2003), and views a social system 
as a group of people who are interrelated because of a common problem. This is particularly 
appropriate for upstream social marketers who may be dealing with a working committee 
assigned to remedy the problem they are concerned about. The structure of the social system 
will influence the innovation’s diffusion, and diffusion may in turn, alter the society’s 
structure (Rogers, 2003).  
Stages of upstream decision making formation follow a general format where issues 
are first defined, solutions debated, and then solutions developed through further debate and 
compromise (Braybrooke & Lindblom, 1970; Ferrell & Krugman, 1978; Hastak, et al., 2001).  
Each of the stages of the UDMP originate from the work of Podgorecki (1990) and 
Rogers (2003), among others. The Recognition stage (Podgórecki, 1990) is where a trigger 
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or possibility to the fore (Alexander & Schmidt, 1996; Lazarsfeld & Reitz, 1975). At the 
Identification and Assessment stage, the problem perceived in the Recognition stage is 
explored. Description of the problem and its context is sought, and the worth of solving the 
problem is assessed by matching it with the values of society (Podgórecki, 1990; Alexander   
& McDonald, 1996; Yankelovich, 1991; Etzioni, 1976; Kocowski, 1976). The solution stage 
searches for ways to solve the problem (Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Alexander & 
Schmidt, 1996; Kocowski, 1976; Podgórecki, 1990; Yankelovich, 1991). During the solution 
stage, desired outcomes must be articulated first, before solutions can be identified, and it is 
here where knowledge is sought of how each intervention or solution may work (Rogers, 
2003; Goldberg 1995; Hastings, 2007). 
Moderating factors for the solution stage include the characteristics of the decision-
making unit and the solution itself. The characteristics of the decision-making unit have been 
discussed in the segmenting section of this paper so we shall now turn to the characteristics of 
the suggested solutions. Solutions could be a continuous, a dynamically continuous or a 
discontinuous innovation. A continuous innovation is a solution which is an extension of an 
existing solution. Therefore, it will be less complex and more compatible with society’s 
beliefs and practices. For example, to combat cheaply imported clothing in the fast fashion 
dilemma, social marketing efforts may already exist to promote locally made products, this 
campaign could be extended to include messages of “fair price” and “fair wage”. A 
dynamically continuous innovation is one that may be more disruptive than the continuous 
innovation, but it is still based on existing solutions used. These solutions require a little more 
understanding and linking to the current beliefs and practices of the society. An example of 
this (but certainly not a complete solution) could be voluntary supply chain audits to ensure 
human rights standards are met for clothing and textile industry workers, which are promoted 
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a solution that is different from any that are in place at the time and following it involves 
changes in behaviour (Robertson, 1967), for example in the case of fast fashion, this could be 
stipulations in free trade arrangements about fair trade pricing and mandatory minimum 
working conditions for imported clothing.  
Evaluations of each solution and its consequences take place at the solution evaluation 
stage (French & Gordon, 2015, Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Lazarsfeld & Reitz, 1975; 
Mannheim, 1940; Rogers, 2003; Zetterberg, 1962). The moderators that affect this stage are 
the perceived characteristics of the solution itself which are relative advantage, compatibility, 
trialability, complexity and observability. The relative advantage of the solution is apparent 
when it is compared with current solutions (Andreasen, 2006). Compatibility is the amount a 
solution is seen to be attuned with the social system’s past experiences, values and needs. The 
third attribute of solutions that will affect the rate of diffusion is complexity. Complexity is 
how difficult the solution is to understand as well as how difficult it is to use; the more 
complex, the slower the rate of diffusion. Trialability is how easy it is to be able to trial a 
solution for a shorter period of time or with a smaller group of people, and is the fourth 
aspect that will affect adoption rates. Lastly, observability is how visible the benefits of the 
solution are to others (Rogers, 2003).  
The decision stage is the first time that behavioural actions take place as opposed to 
purely cognitive. An implementation plan for each solution is formed and tested and its 
consequences are considered and adjusted for (Lazarsfeld & Reitz, 1975; Podgórecki, 1990; 
Podgórecki & Łoś, 1979; Yankelovich, 1991). This is similar to the evaluation of the 
solution, however the evaluations that are made here are not theorised but actually tested. The 
decision stage is where the solution is accepted or rejected on the macro level. Thus, it is here 
where there is another feedback loop – if the solution is rejected then the process reverts back 
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discontinuous solution (e.g. mandatory fair trade pricing) for fast fashion is rejected 
proponents may revert to a simpler intervention such as a continuous or dynamically 
continuous solution (such as voluntary supply chain audits). 
Finally, the post evaluation stage is where the use of the solution is assessed and its 
effects are truly understood. Again, the solution may be changed or rejected (French & 
Gordon, 2015; Lazarsfeld & Reitz, 1975; Podgórecki, 1990; Popper, 1945; Rogers, 2003). If 
the solution is rejected then the process starts at the solution stage again with an alternative 
solution. For instance, if there was a lack of uptake of voluntary supply chain audits a more 
dynamically continuous solution might be considered if there is enough political will, such as 
mandatory labels about where, how and who made specific clothing items. 
For upstream social marketer’s viewpoints to be brought to the attention of the 
upstream actors, the exact time and content of their message needs to be chosen for maximum 
effect, whether that be communicated through the media, education, advertising or personal 
communications etc (Ferrell & Krugman, 1978; Lindblom, 1980; Goldberg, 1995). Refining 
the UDMP, Table 2 provides specific themes which will be present in decision makers’ 
rhetoric, helping the upstream social marketer to identify where they are in their decision-
making process. These themes can be garnered from speeches, websites, news articles, policy 
documents and reports released (among other communications) by decision making units, as 
well as their actions, such as creation of a committee to deal with a particular issue. For an 
event to be considered as representing a particular stage, it must feature one (or all) of the 
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Table 2: Criteria to Apply the Government Decision Process to Events 
 
4. Develop Tools and Resources for Upstream Social Marketing 
 
There are many tactics to influence decision makers. As outlined by French (2013), these 
include seminars, conferences, debates and workshops highlighting evidence of new or 
adjusted policies effectiveness. In addition, producing research, reports and briefing packs, on 
top of training on intervention options in general and the effectiveness of particular solutions 
specifically. Upstream social marketers can also use promotion, advocacy, lobbying, 
politicisation, public opinion polls, PR and media advocacy (Gordon, 2012; Wymer, 2011). 
Additionally, they can further facilitate other interested parties, such as charities and special 
interest groups, to interact with policy makers.  
 Media advocacy has been identified as part of a broader strategy of social change 
(Wallack, 2002), and has been identified as the most important method for social change 
(Hornik, 1995). For example, previous research has found that failure to meet social 
marketing strategic objectives was from not using media coverage and media advocacy to 
change perspectives and behaviour for a given problem (Gordon, 2012; Stead, Gordon, 
Angus & McDermott, 2007). Media advocacy targets policy makers and others who can be 
mobilised to influence them (Wallack, 2002). Specifically, upstream social marketers utilise 
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committees) for effective, and usually specific, policy change (Dorfman & Krasnow, 2014). 
Media advocacy frames an issue in a broader societal context, identifies contributing factors, 
mobilises and creates pressure for policy change. This could be in the form of editorials, 
news and PR from experts, community and organisation of citizens (Bentz, Dorfman, 
Denniston, Novelli, 2005).  
News media play a big role in how we frame events and issues, and what issues we 
think about. Media can be used to highlight environmental, social and economic issues and 
bring them into the public sphere (Andreasen, 2006). News media have been found to frame 
social issues episodically, by only focusing on an individual’s story without contextual 
details; this type of framing is not typically associated with holding society responsible for 
policy change but may help highlight or call attention to specific issues (McKeever, 2013). 
Conversely, thematic framing, where stories are told from a societal perspective (Iyengar, 
1991), has been argued to be more effective in helping people understand society’s role in 
solving issues and thus supporting collective instead of individual action (McKeever, 2013). 
Thus, social marketers may need to make thematic stories as powerful and emotional as 
episodic stories. Specifically, upstream social marketers must think about what they can 
provide to the media and reporters that will help them create an interesting and powerful 
story that supports the overall policy or intervention goal. To do so, they may use the story 
elements of authentic voices (spokespeople), media bites (concise statements/stories), 
localisation of stories (local comparisons and statistics), and visuals (McKeever, 2013). 
Stories provided to the media need to be dramatic and action inducing such as with 
community mobilisation events like rallies and demonstrations when possible (Andreasen, 
2006; Boorstin, 1992; Bentz et al., 2005). While mobilisation has been discussed in previous 
issues such as obesity (Huang et al., 2015), not all communities can be mobilised as well as 
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the media, mobilising this in the form of supportive public opinion that will help implement 
effective regulatory policies is much harder (Elliott-Green, Hyseni, Lloyd-Williams, Bromley 
& Capewell, 2016). However, social media has opened other avenues to interact with groups 
and individuals who may influence the media advocacy and policy-making processes, which 
includes researching social movements, understanding viewpoints, and mobilising support for 
a solution through campaigning, boycotting or protest (McKeever, 2013). 
Media can be used, not only to bring an issue into the public attention, but also to 
outline and promote solutions, and monitor and support the solutions implemented. This can 
be done through talk shows, conferences, news and success stories, editorials, polls, 
broadcasting government debate, provision of public forums for discussion and debate, 
provision of guidelines, and trends and coverage of celebrities and political leaders and their 
dealings with the issue and/or its solutions. As such, social marketers can target both content 
creators and transmitters in the way of news as well as entertainment media (Andreasen, 
2006). It is essential that actors have an access strategy, outlining how they will gain access 
to journalists, bloggers, celebrities and social media stars, among others (McKeever, 2013).  
 
5. Create Upstream Social Marketing Plan 
 
Once a pool of resources has been created, upstream social marketers must decide when to 
deploy each resource for maximum effect. By considering the stages in the UDMP, and 
assessing where their target decision maker is in these stages, communications can be tailored 
to best persuade the target decision maker. Alternatively, depending on the stage, 
communications can be provided to support the targeted decision maker by giving them the 
evidence they need to convince others and have the target solution trialled, adopted, or 
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effective at each stage of the UDMP is presented. It includes information on content and most 
effective type of communication. 
 
The Recognition Stage 
At the recognition stage, social marketers can use mass media as a tool to create 
turbulence and awareness of a problem, using advertising or media releases (Alexander & 
McDonald, 1996; Hay, 1996; Andreasen, 2006). However, the specific trigger of this 
problem may only be able to be identified retrospectively. There are ethical issues that 
present themselves with this aspect, please see Szablewska and Kubacki (2017) for a 
discussion.  
This stage is about the perception of the problem within current circumstances and the 
awareness of the problem itself. Consequently, framing the social issue is especially 
important at this stage, helping to aid the understanding of the issue (i.e. its causes) and an 
intervention or solution that is palatable to the public. Recognition of the problem and its 
possible solutions can come from such channels as the news (Podgórecki, 1990), or social 
events such as a down turn in the economy (Scott, 1998). Mass media campaigns may be 
used at the recognition stage to create turbulence and awareness of the problem possibly 
through advertising or media releases (Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Hay, 1996; Andreasen, 
2006). In summary, the recognition stage is where the perception and awareness of the 
problem occurs. 
 An example of this is the 2013 Bangladesh factory collapse which killed 1,127 people 
and highlighted the costs and consequences of fast fashion which demands cheap labour and 
results in horrific working conditions (Taplin, 2014). This spawned a public outcry over 
clothing and textile worker’s conditions and set in motion further transparency in clothing 
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The Identification and Assessment Stage 
At the identification and assessment stage, the problem is described and the extent of the 
problem is estimated. This is done through the collection and sorting of facts regarding the 
issue, its current situation and its causes (Podgórecki, 1990). Marketing communications and 
media can be used to convince upstream actors that the problem is worth solving (Alexander 
& McDonald, 1996; Hay ,1996; Andreasen, 2006; French, 2014). At this stage the voices of 
the public and other concerned parties must be heard and mobilised by upstream social 
marketers (i.e. community groups, NGOs). One example is the creation of the organisation 
Fashion Revolution who run social media campaigns throughout the year mobilising 
consumers to pressure fashion retailers for supply chain transparency. This stage is partly 
carried out through identifying the values of society. If the issue is seen as a problem, then 
this may reflect the values of society, such as safe working conditions. Sometimes it may 
simply be anomalies that are noticed, or favouritism that is perceived, and this may be due to 
the messy nature of current public policy, or advances in things like technology overtaking 
policy. In the case of a national crisis for example, an issue is something that becomes very 
real for many people, and the assessment of the problem by various stakeholders shows the 
issue(s) as requiring public policy intervention, such as seen in the Bangladesh factory 
collapse. Upstream social marketers should build compelling stories for both media and 
policy makers to envisage the need for change and share possible solutions for the issue 
(French, 2014). 
The upstream social marketer’s strategy will change depending on whether solutions 
reflect optional, collective, authority or contingent decisions (Rogers, 2003). An optional 
decision is one in which each group or individual can choose to adopt the solution themselves 
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rejection of fast fashion, downstream social marketing would be the most appropriate route 
forward. The upstream social marketer may then be seeking funds for media campaigns or 
influencing retailers to stock slow fashion brands. A collective decision however is in which 
the choice to adopt a solution is decided by the whole social group involved (e.g. adoption of 
industry guidelines by voting). Such a decision would then be seeking again downstream 
social marketing interventions to influence individual voting behaviour and so would not be 
appropriate for upstream decision making strategy. An authority decision happens when only 
one group in society decides whether to adopt or reject a solution that individuals then must 
all follow (e.g. a law such as for provision of a living wage to clothing and textile workers). 
While all other groups have little bearing on the decision, they must all follow the solution 
once it has been adopted by the decision-making group. Such decisions are particularly suited 
to upstream social marketing. Lastly, a contingent decision is a two-step process whereby a 
solution has to be adopted before each individual can then decide whether they will 
individually adopt that solution (e.g. subsidies for providing living wages to clothing and 
textile workers). It is important to differentiate between a contingent and authority decision, 
as the contingent decision would require the social marketer to also instigate a two-step 
process, first of upstream social marketing to influence the initial decision, then of 
downstream social marketing to influence uptake of the solution.  
 
The Solution Stage 
At the solution stage, solutions are generated and information is sought to help decrease 
uncertainty over the solution and its effects (Podgórecki, 1990; French & Gordon, 2015; 
Stromsdorfer, 1985). Marketing communications and media can be used by stakeholders at 
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Narasimhan & Sen, 1983; Rogers, 2003) to bring about awareness and knowledge of possible 
solutions and their impact (Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Hay, 1996; Rogers, 2003). 
Recent literature in social marketing has been addressing how to identify solutions to 
a problem. Uncovering perpetuating institutional norms has been suggested as one form of 
solution identification (Kennedy, 2016), for example as discussed by Taplin (2014), who 
identified the institutional framework that facilitates and encourages local firms to participate 
in the fast fashion system. Such norms can be uncovered and solutions suggested through a 
systems analysis using MAS theory (Kennedy, Kapitan, Bajaj, Bakonyi and Sands, 2017). 
MAS theory refers to the interaction between marketing systems, action fields and social 
mechanisms and how they evolve (see Layton, 2014 for full details). Involvement of 
stakeholders in a co-discovery and co-design process has also been proposed by Domegan et 
al. (2013), which could be undertaken through using a stakeholder Interactive Management 
process to uncover the vastly different barriers and solutions to systemic issues (Domegan et 
al. 2016).  
At the solution stage, interpersonal communications are considered the most effective 
form of communication, generally when seeking evaluative information about the solution 
from a person’s peers, especially in the case of opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003). However, 
opinion leaders must first gain their information from source(s). One such source is 
marketing communications and the mass media, as opinion leaders are seen to be more media 
savvy than other consumers (Rogers, 2003; Andreasen, 2006). Lobbying specific politicians 
and special interest groups are also involved at this stage (for instance clothing industry 
bodies, such as the Sustainable Apparel Coalition, Outdoor Industry Association, the Fair 
Labour Association and BlueSign). While interpersonal communications are more effective, 
it is more difficult for stakeholders to use in public policy situations because of the size and 
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(mass) marketing communication (Lin & Burt, 1975; Robertson, 1967) and media with 
emphasis on consumer research (Hastings, 2007). 
 
The Solution Evaluation Stage 
In the solution evaluation stage, an attitude or opinion about the solution is formed and 
evaluative information is sought. Evaluative information can be dispersed by upstream social 
marketers through marketing communications, media, policy development forums, white 
papers, debates, interpersonal communications and reports (Alexander & McDonald, 1996; 
Yankelovich, 1991; French, 2013; French & Gordon, 2015). 
Solutions are evaluated, as discussed previously, on their relative advantage, 
compatibility, trialability, complexity and observability. Marketing communications and the 
mass media can successfully be used to present evaluative information regarding the 
implemented solution (Andreasen, 2006; Alexander & McDonald, 1996; Hay, 1996; 
Narasimhan & Sen, 1983). In this stage, each of the characteristics of the solution can be 
presented through marketing communications and media in order to help the evaluative 
process. All of this may be done through the use of marketing communications and the 
media, especially advertising, incentives, and other related promotions and support services 
such as debates and interviews (Narasimhan & Sen, 1983; French, 2013; Andreasen, 2006). 
The relative advantage of the solution to other suggested solutions can now be 
compared. This comparison can be conducted through using a cost-benefit analysis of the 
solution; these characteristics may be influenced by upstream social marketers to increase the 
likelihood of acceptance/rejection of the solution. The evaluation process may also loop back 
to the solution stage if the solution does not meet the evaluative criteria set by the decision 
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Providing the costs and benefits of solutions to policy makers, as well as evidence of 
the solution’s success, helps the upstream actor to defend the program they are putting 
forward. Benefits need to be specific to the situation and as outlined by French and Gordon 
(2015) could include: “1) improved relevance for target groups, 2) better policy coherence, 
3) enhanced learning, 4) mobilise partners’ assets, 5) improved ROI and VFM tracking,” 
while costs could include: “1) increased investment in scoping research and co-ordination, 2) 
pain of change and disruption, 3) loss of control, 4) transition costs, 5) increased 
development time” (p. 374).  
Upstream social marketers can highlight how the solution is compatible with the 
needs and values of the society If the solution is compatible with prior knowledge in the 
social system, stakeholders will be less uncertain about the solution and its impact. However, 
for the solution to match the needs of the social system, policy makers need to know its 
benefits – that is, what needs it fulfils, for them to be able to judge its compatibility.  
The complexity of the solution can be decreased through presenting it in a clear and 
concise manner and also through its explanation in media and other communications. 
Complex solutions are often either hard for upstream decision makers to understand or to 
explain, and to convince others of. Therefore, anything an upstream social marketer can do to 
decrease the level of complexity of an offered solution can improve the likelihood of its trial. 
Infographics are a new way to present complex information graphically, as are posters, which 
may help with explanation. For example, presenting the wages earned by fashion factory 
workers and their working conditions in a simple but eye-catching way may inform 
consumers about previously unknown working conditions in developing countries.  
If the solution itself cannot be observed, its benefits can be presented, and if trial is 
not possible then observation may also be a useful tactic (Rogers, 2003). However, trialling is 
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likelihood of adoption. Upstream social marketer’s reporting of consumer research and trials 
of the solution or experiments and other research aid this aspect (Goldberg, 1995). For 
instance, any downstream social marketing efforts to highlight the unfair and unsafe working 
conditions of labourers in clothing factories must be evaluated by consumers (i.e. a fall in 
sales, change in attitudes) as well as business responses (i.e. uptake of supply chain audits, 
creating minimum standard working conditions in their supply chain network). Being able to 
observe the benefits of a solution will increase the rate of diffusion (Rogers, 2003). For 
instance, trialling an intervention in one community and using that as an example with polls 
and trend statistics will help observation of benefits of the solution. Such issues as heart 
disease, where solutions may take many years for their benefits to be realised, for example, 
increasing exercise or improving diet, is a long-term solution.  
 
The Decision (and Implementation) Stage 
In the decision and implementation stage, chosen solutions are tested and thus 
rejected or refined. Upstream social marketers can provide polls, interviews, statistics, and 
success stories to support this aspect (Andreasen, 2006). Once one particular solution is 
decided upon, information about how to attain the solution, how to use it, and its potential 
consequences, is specifically collated. For example, once the solution, such as dynamically 
continuous in the case of fast fashion (i.e. voluntary supply chain audit), has been decided 
upon, the specific details of the voluntary supply chain audit must be refined (i.e. what are the 
thresholds of minimum wage and working conditions) and key players must be brought on 
board (i.e. Zara and H&M). This is also the stage where the solution is implemented (Popper, 
1945; Rogers, 2003) and mid or downstream social marketers may also step in. 
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After solution implementation, a solution is almost never guaranteed to be protected from 
future evaluation, nor should it be. It is up to the upstream social marketer to continue to 
assess the solution effectiveness and provide evaluative criteria to the upstream target 
person(s). As with the problem recognition stage, marketing communications and media can 
be used to raise awareness of problems with the solution and gauge discontent with the 
solution as well (Andreasen, 2006; Goldberg, 1995; Rogers, 2003). For example, engaging in 
media advocacy to raise awareness of the issue and solution amongst the population by 
harnessing the power of TV talk shows, news media, and political debates.  
 
Discussion  
This article has sought to provide guidelines for the implementation of upstream social 
marketing (Table 1). We first discussed the different types of upstream actors, what 
interventions can be used to change the structural environment, and how these upstream 
actors can be targeted. Next, we discussed the timing and content of messages as outlined 
through the stages of the UDMP (Figure 1).  
According to these guidelines first upstream social marketers must conduct 
background research on society and the conditions affecting the adoption of a sought social 
change. Next, decision makers need to be assessed and segmented, based on their views of 
the social issue in question and intervention advocated and their motivations. Assessment of 
which stage in the decision process the issue is in comes next and guidelines on how this can 
be identified are provided. Then the upstream social marketer needs to start developing tools, 
methods and resources to communicate and influence upstream actors. This is through 
research, communications and media advocacy. Lastly, they need to form an upstream social 
marketing plan by linking their tools, methods and resources to the stages of the decision 
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content and other considerations. Constant scanning of the political environment is needed to 
be able to follow changes from one stage to the next, or loops through stages. The use and 
timing of upstream social marketers’ tactics and strategies can be influenced by the stage 
decision makers (i.e. government, governing body, board of directors) are in.  
Often, public policy issues are debated, defined and redefined in the media. The 
media is frequently used as another vehicle for the flow of society’s opinions on upstream 
issues (Ferrell & Krugman, 1978; Lindblom, 1980; Pappalardo & Ringold, 2000; Andreasen, 
2006). However, other methods for upstream social marketing can also be applied at each 
stage (i.e. seminars, debates, workshops, reports, media advocacy, lobbying) (French & 
Gordon, 2015). Communication can come from change agents, opinion leaders and general 
marketing activities, and diffusion can occur through intended or unintended activities 
(Rogers, 2003).  
 However, diffusion of a solution is never guaranteed. Consideration of the 
characteristics of decision makers may not uncover their key influencers or power struggles. 
For instance, in the case of fast fashion, the background narratives of stakeholders have 
revealed a power imbalance where the status quo (e.g. fast fashion) is favoured because of a 
drive for economic development by both governance units, retailers and consumers (Kennedy 
et al, 2017). As such, any solution suggested that goes against a drive for economic 
development will be difficult to implement, no matter how persuasive the arguments for these 
solutions may be. In these cases, a bottom up approach and community mobilisation may be 
more effective. Some success has been seen in this way from organisation such as the 
Fashion Revolution, whose “Who made my clothes” campaign has seen greater transparency 
in over 3000 retailers, driven by consumers posting #whomademyclothes on retailer social 
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 Such community mobilisation also begs the question as to who upstream social 
marketing is best aimed at. Should it be government, industry bodies (such as the Advertising 
Authority), individual organisations, or something else? Each of these groups provides their 
own special cluster of conundrums and barriers to effectively implementing upstream social 
marketing. While a judgement of this is beyond the scope of this paper, consideration of the 
background characteristics of each group within the segmentation process will create the right 
level of clarity needed for each individual upstream social marketer. Consideration of the 
level of influence of each group and the type of decision (authority, contingent etc.) will aid 
in both segmenting and choosing between target markets. For instance, if an industry body 
such as the UN Global Compact requires self-regulation and self-reporting of compliance 
with regulation, with little to no recompense for breaking regulations, then targeting such a 
group could well be ineffectual (Laczniak and Kennedy, 2011). 
 Alternatively, we do not advocate here the lack of feedback loops for proper 
evaluation of the consequences of implementation of any upstream solution. By being part of 
a system, upstream social marketing solutions may have unintended consequences and knock 
on effects that negatively impact a group. Such consequences may be seen in the 
implementation of trade regulations for safe and fair working conditions which may decrease 
the number of jobs available in developing countries leading to higher unemployment. 
Without feedback loops and constant evaluation of solutions and their consequences, negative 
impacts could be left unchecked to the detriment of society. 
While one of the contributions of this article is the UDMP, there are alternative 
models available in the literature. Ferrell and Krugman (1978) have offered a few suggestions 
to increase input into public policy decisions, such as restructuring government to enable 
more input and direct consideration of consumer welfare. They place each of these 
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offered by Ozanne, et al. (2009) where stakeholder input can be facilitated through organised 
meetings (Cornwall & Gaventa, 2000). Others have advocated the use of surveys and 
marketing research (Finn & Louviere, 1992; Hastak, Mazis & Morris, 2001; Robin, 1987). 
However, the problem with such approaches is that they rely on the government to facilitate 
more input and then to use that input (Ozanne, et al., 2009). No specific ways in which 
groups can enable themselves to be heard are presented in previous works, and they are 
effectively ‘top down’ approaches only. 
In particularly complex issues, the UDMP may need to be used multiple times at 
multiple levels simultaneously to be effective. For instance, an upstream social marketer 
advocating for a living wage for textile and clothing producers may need to target their home 
country Government regarding trading laws, local retailers regarding payment to 
manufacturers, foreign manufacturers employing the workers, and foreign industry bodies 
they belong to all at once in the aim of making a change. If this is the case, then the 
guidelines outlined here need to be undertaken for each group. Background information on 
each group would first be collected, each group would be segmented and a target selected 
from each, and then tools and a strategy for implementation created for each target. The 
complexities for such an endeavour are multifaceted and we would suggest the more complex 
and layered the approach needs to be, the more difficult its success. However, such an 
iterative approach would be necessary. Future research on the implementation of these 
guidelines in general, but especially for more complex issues, is needed.  
Reflecting on the possibilities for upstream social marketing, future research should 
make use of these guidelines in the manner of case studies, interviews and historical accounts 
to provide further support for strategies and processes employed here. Specific contexts for 
case studies for investigation could be a more extended example of fast fashion, as well as 
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research should examine how the targeting approach and decision making processes are 
similar or differ at the meso (community, firm) versus macro (Government) level. Lastly, not 
all efforts by upstream social marketers, namely lobbyist for industry associations which 
harm health and society (e.g. tobacco industry), are beneficial for society. As such, a fruitful 
area of research might be on examining the processes and strategies which may help disrupt 
lobbyists actions through upstream social marketing, and their ethical implications.  
 
Conclusion 
By providing guidelines for upstream social marketers this article has contributed to 
the social marketing literature. Previously there have been no clear guidelines for step-by-
step implementation of upstream social marketing and this article seeks to remedy this 
knowledge gap. Specifically, this paper provides information for social marketers to aid who 
to target (upstream from them); when and how to communicate with these actors (through 
mass media, marketing communications, or one-on-one interpersonal communications); and 
what to include in those communications for maximum effectiveness. The timing and content 
of the guidelines are based on a conceptual framework which is another contribution of this 
article. The UDMP shows a decision making process with feedback loops and moderating 
factors which help to uncover which content will be especially persuasive and when to 
provide such content to upstream social marketers. We hope this article might allow social 
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